We studied olfactory preferences of two strains of mice, Mus musculus musculus and Mus musculus domesticus (considered here to be subspecies), and their hybrids, to examine the possible role of odours as a behavioural, premating mechanism that could explain the characteristics of their natural hybrid zone. We used a choice test with the bedding material of animals of the opposite sex from the animal tested and from both subspecies. Male and female M. m. domesticus showed no preference either for their own subspecies' odours or for the other subspecies' odours. In contrast, M. m. musculus individuals and three types of hybrids (all the female hybrids and males from crosses between an M. m. musculus female and an M. m. domesticus male) sniffed for longer at materials from the musculus source than from the domesticus source. We interpreted the results as a preference for musculus odours. Differences between the two subspecies in their response towards consubspecific and heterosubspecific odours could explain the asymmetrical introgression observed in the hybrid zone.
In mammals, olfaction is now considered as one of the most important means of communication (Brown 1979) . In rodents, in particular, it is well known that chemical signals play a role in social interactions (Brown 1985; Hurst 1989 ), territorial exclusion (Nyby et al. 1970 Hurst 1990) , and mate selection (Mainardi et al. 1965; Lenington 1983 ). An animal can use odours to distinguish between members of its own species and a related species (Moore 1965; Doty 1973) and individuals of some species show a preferential response to odours of their own subspecies (Müller-Schwarze 1975) .
We studied two strains of wild mice, Mus musculus musculus and Mus musculus domesticus, considered here to be subspecies as they present a continuum of natural interbreeding populations (Boursot et al. 1993) . This taxonomic approach is also based on a molecular phylogeny, which uses several mitochondrial and nuclear DNA markers and combines different techniques (She et al. 1990 ). Some authors (Sage et al. 1993 ) still follow another approach and give species status to these two strains, based on more global genetic criteria. Mus m. musculus and M. m. domesticus interact along a natural hybrid zone (Hunt & Selander 1973; Thaler et al. 1981) that extends from Denmark to Bulgaria. Although an asymmetrical introgression is observed, this zone is relatively stable. Some traces of M. m. domesticus alleles can be found over a distance of at least 150 km from the contact point whereas the width of the cline of introgression for autosomal genes is limited to 40 km (Vanlerberghe et al. 1986 ).
The dynamics of this hybrid zone could be explained by different mechanisms such as genetic interactions (hybrid sterility) and/or precopulatory mechanisms against or in favour of these exchanges. Mate choice is one of these mechanisms and it is an important source of genetic exchange. Olfactory preferences may represent a premating, behavioural, sexual-isolating mechanism, and early olfactory experience may be a significant factor in the maintenance of species isolation when closely related species are sympatric (D'Udine & Alleva 1983) .
In general, adult males and females are attracted to the odours of animals of the opposite sex (Rowe 1970; Keevin et al. 1981; Ferkin & Johnston 1995) and in some rodents, including mice, preference for the smells of other animals correlates well with mating preference (Yanaï & McClearn 1973; Huck & Banks 1980a, b; Newman & Halpin 1988; Egid & Brown 1989; Krackow & Matuschak 1991) . This preference can be modified by kinship and familiarity (Barnard & Fitzsimons 1988) , social status (Hayashi 1990; Drickamer 1992) and sociosexual experience (Albonetti & D'Udine 1986). Mice can distinguish urinary odours
